





The Hippocratic Oath 
A Historical Perspective 
in Bioethical Education1
Abstract
This article specifies the place of the Hippocratic Oath in the programme of bioethical edu-
cation on graduate schools where future medical and healthcare workers are being educa-
ted. The presented conceptualization of contents and described methodology of work show 
how the curriculum contents, dominated by historical facts, are being actualized by the use 
of knowledge students have acquired earlier, and problematized by an active inclusion of 
students in collecting new information relevant for the content, and then using the acquired 
knowledge to solve a concrete bioethical issue or problem. The offered activity of students 
and teacher has the purpose to demonstrate a collaborative relationship between students 
and teacher and a communication in which students and teacher mutually takeover tasks for 












We	operationalize	 it	presenting	 the	philosophical	 foundations	of	Hippocra-
tes’s	medicine;	 discovering	philosophical	 thoughts	 that	 served	Hippocrates	
to	define	disease	and	health;	presenting	the	contribution	of	philosophy	in	the	
observance	of	practical	medical	activity,	and	 identifying	 reasons	 for	which	
Hippocrates	brought	ethics	into	medicine.
Through	group	work,	 and	 projected	workshops,	 the	 intention	 is	 to	 bring	 a	
dynamic	into	the	teaching	process	and	create	conditions	for	a	mutual	dialogue	
1
The	 presented	 results	 originated	 from	 the	
scientific	 project	 titled	 Bioetika i kultura 















In	 a	 practical-executive	 sense,	 the	 subtitles	 of	 the	 work	 Forerunners of 
Hippocrates or From Whom Hippocrates Learned? and	Hippocrates – A 





Forerunners of Hippocrates 












medicine,	which,	 in	 the	Western	European	 civilizational	 surrounding,	 con-
tinues	almost	 thirty	centuries.	Thoughts	and	explanations	 from	 their	works	









































of	bodily	and	mental	 illnesses.	Additionally,	he	also	 remains	 renowned	 for	





















Major	 Gabriel	 Seelig,	 Medicine a Histori-
cal Outline,	 The	Williams	&	Wilkins	Com-
pany,	 Baltimore	 1931,	 pp.	 20–36;	 Vladimir	

































tion	of	patients.	With	 ideas	of	water-drainage	on	marshlands	 as	 a	measure	


























































Workshop I: The Hippocratic Oath and the use of its guidelines 






























V.	Stanojević,	Historija medicine,	 pp.	 80–81;	




Hippocrates’	works	 are:	The Epidemics, On 
Airs Waters and Places, On Ancient Medi-
cine, Of The Sacred Disease, On Surgery, 
Prorrhetics, The Law, On Epilepsy, Of Ulcers 
and	 approximately	 fifty	 more	 treaties	 often	
mentioned	under	 the	 common	name	Corpus 
Hippocraticum, or	The Hippocratic Writings.	
Source:	V.	Stanojević,	Historija medicine, p.	
97–115;	 S.	 Blackburn,	Oksfordski filozofski 





Bologna	1994,	p.	 613;	 Ivan	 Illich,	Limits to 
Medicine, Marion	 Boyars,	 London	 –	 New	
York	1995;	p.	146–147,	Erich	E.	H.	Loewy,	

















I swear by Apollo Physician and Asclepius and Hygieia and Panaceia and all 
the gods and goddesses, making them my witnesses, that I will fulfil according 
to my ability and judgment this oath and this covenant.
To hold him who has taught me this art as equal to my parents and to live 
my life in partnership with him, and if he is in need of money to give him a 
share of mine, and to regard his offspring as equal to my brothers in male 
lineage and to teach them this art – if they desire to learn it – without fee and 
covenant; to give a share of precepts and oral instruction and all the other 
learning to my sons and to the sons of him who has instructed me and to pu-
pils who have signed the covenant and have taken an oath according to the 
medical law, but no one else.
I will apply dietetic measures for the benefit of the sick according to my ability 
and judgment; I will keep them from harm and injustice.
I will neither give a deadly drug to anybody who asked for it, nor will I make 
a suggestion to this effect. Similarly, I will not give to a woman an abortive 
remedy.
In purity and holiness, I will guard my life and my art. I will not use the knife, 
not even on sufferers from stone, but will withdraw in favour of such men as 
are engaged in this work.
Whatever houses I may visit, I will come for the benefit of the sick, remaining 
free of all intentional injustice, of all mischief and in particular of sexual rela-
tions with both female and male persons, be they free or slaves.
What I may see or hear in the course of the treatment or even outside of 
the treatment in regard to the life of men, which on no account one must 
spread abroad, I will keep to myself, holding such things shameful to be spo-
ken about.
If I fulfil this oath and do not violate it, may it be granted to me to enjoy life 
and art, being honoured with fame among all men for all time to come; if I 



























all	 groups,	 the	 group	 leader:	 asserts	which	 problems	 groups	 have	 encoun-

















Workshop II: Solving cases from practise according 




conclude	whether	 the	 solution	 of	 the	 case	may	 be	 characterized	 as	 ethical	
exclusively	by	referring	to	the	Hippocratic	Oath.
Procedure of learning:	Analysis and solving problems as a curriculum stra-
tegy,18	that	is,	using	problems	(cases)	for	the	purpose	of	gaining	knowledge	
and	understanding	the	curriculum	content.	This	teaching	approach	intends	to	





The	 classical	 version	 of	 the	 Hippocratic	
Oath	 is	 from	 the	 translation	 from	 the	Greek	
by	Ludwig	Edelstein.	From The Hippocratic 
Oath: Text, Translation, and Interpretation,	


























It was a very hot day and I was on duty in the period from 8:00 a.m. until 
15:00 p.m. Suddenly, the ward began to change, confusion and anxiety on 
each corner. I ask the nurses what is happening. One of them, passing by, told 
me that the “old, head doctor” was arriving. Clueless, I went to the clinic to 
wait for “this” why everyone was making such a commotion.
At the door appeared a balding elderly man wearing spectacles and with 
a cigar in his hand which he put out on the clinic doorframe upon arrival. 
Behind him, in the hallway, stands an elderly woman with her daughter and 
they politely beg him to tell them in which room lays a patient, alias their 
cousin. He turned around and started to shout at them: “How dare you ask 
me”, “Don’t you know who I am!”, “What in the heavens is this!”, “Where 
are those nurses!?” 
Soon the doctor calmed down and one nurse went to show the women where 
the patient they came to visit is. The “old head doctor”, as they called him, 
followed them, and after came the head nurse on the ward. I stood at the en-
trance to the room.20
“What do we have here? Oh yes, the madam placed near the window, tomor-
row you shall have surgery”, he said. 
The patient turned pale, and the nurse warns in a quiet voice that the woman 
already had surgery today. At that, the head doctor raised his voice at the 
nurse: “Who is the doctor here: you or I? If I say that someone shall have 
surgery, then this someone should ‘appear’ on the operating table at 8 o’clock 
in the morning, is that understood!?”
In a more lower and trembling voice, the nurse answered affirmatively, and 
the patient by the window began to cry. That is how I began to understand 
why the commotion at the beginning. When he left, the nurses gathered in the 
clinic, and I stayed in the room and tried to calm down the patient who was 
very frightened. 
In the following couple of days, the surgical wound healed very slowly. It be-
came infected, and the patient felt immense pain in the operated on area. She 
began to doubt the success of the surgical procedure because other patients 






















of	 its	solution	according	 to	 the	Hippocratic	Oath,	procedure	 that	should	be	
taken,	 and	 the	 expressed	 capabilities	 and	virtues	of	 physicians	 and	nurses.	
When	work	in	the	workshop	is	finalized,	consequences	this	solution	produces	





workers	of	a	possibility	 to	solve	 the	problem	solely	by	calling	 to	authority	
Hippocrates	and	his	Oath.
Workshop III: How far does the Hippocratic Oath reach nowadays? 
Or, the application of the Hippocratic Oath in solving ethical 






ers	 of	 bioethical	 education	 recommend	 ac-
tual	and	already	published	cases.	Cited	case	
published	 in:	 Ivan	 Šegota,	Etika sestrinstva	
(Second	supplemented	and	amended	edition),	
Pergamena	 Press	 –	 Zagreb,	Medical	 School	
–	Rijeka	1997,	pp.	220–221,	is	suitable	for	the	
analysis	of	 the	Hippocratic	Oath	for	 the	fol-


















tures	received	the	title	Bioetika u zdravstvenoj 





















lead	by	the	members	of	the God Committee23 and	invites	students	to	a libe-
ral dialogue24	 and	mutual	dialogue	 to	answer	 the	 issues	of:	1.	Can	ethical	













Role and activity of group leader:





lectures	 must	 satisfy	 the	 fundamental	 criteria	 of	 the	 educational	 process:	















−	 chooses	 the	problem	or	 case	 that	 clearly	demonstrates	 the	 specificity	of	
contents	which	need	 to	be	elaborated	and	adopted,	 that	 is,	 together	with	
students	identifies	factors	and	contents	which	point	out	to	the	actual	prob-
lem;
−	 rethinks	 and	 presumes	which	 part	 of	 the	 teaching	 procedure	may	 cause	
difficulties,	and	makes	preparations	that	may	facilitate	work	and	adoption	
of	knowledge;
−	 among	 numerous	 pedagogical	 strategies	 chooses	 the	 one	 that	 will	 help	
make	active	all	students,	encourage	them	to	think,	exchange	mutual	ideas	and	
standpoints,	initiate	a	dialogue	with	the	teacher,	propose	possible	solutions,	

















“Povijest	 bioetike:	 Shana	 Alexander”,	 Bio-
etički svesci,	 No.	 55	 (eds.	 Ivan	 Šegota,	 Iva	
Rinčić),	 Department	 for	 Social	 Sciences,	
Medical	School	in	Rijeka,	2003.
22
Case	 described	 in	 numerous	 books	 on	 bio-
ethics.	In	Croatia	we	can	find	it	in	the	works:	
Nova medicinska	 etika (Bioetika),	 by Ivan	
Šegota,	 Bioetika,	 by	 Tonči	 Matulić,	 Etika 
i bioetika,	 by Ante	Čović,	Bioetička eduka-
cija, by	 Nada	 Gosić.	 The	 translation	 of	 the	
article	 “They	 decide	 who	 lives,	 who	 dies”	
(in	 Croatian:	 “Oni	 odlučuju	 tko	 živi,	 a	 tko	
umire”),	in	which	journalist	Shana	Alexander	

























has	 shown	 that	 it	 is	 useful	 and	 efficient	 to	
compose	summaries	of	the	previous	contents	
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Ovaj članak specificira mjesto Hipokratove zakletve u programu bioetičkog obrazovanja na 
profesionalnim fakultetima gdje se obrazuju budući medicinski i zdravstveni radnici. Pred-
stavljena konceptualizacija sadržaja i opisana metodologija rada pokazuje kako se sadržaji 
curriculuma, kojima dominiraju povijesne činjenice, aktualiziraju uporabom znanja što su ih 
studenti usvojili ranije, te problematiziraju aktivnim uključenjem studenata u prikupljanju nove 
informacije relevantne za sadržaj, a onda koriste usvojeno znanje kako bi riješili konkretni 
bioetički predmet ili problem. Ponuđena aktivnost studenata i nastavnika ima svrhu pokazati 
suradnički odnos između njih, te komunikaciju u kojoj studenti i nastavnici međusobno preuzi-




Der Eid des Hippokrates
Eine historische Perspektive 
in der bioethischen Edukation
Zusammenfassung
Dieser Artikel spezifiziert die Stellung, die der Hippokratische Eid im bioethischen Edukations-
programm an den medizinischen Fakultäten einnimmt. Die vorgestellte Konzeptualisierung des 
Inhalts und die beschriebene Methodologie eines solchen Edukationsprogramms zeigen, dass 
das von historischen Fakten dominierte Curriculum durch die Vorkenntnisse der Studenten ak-
tualisiert und durch ihre aktive Teilnahme am Zusammentragen neuer und relevanter Informa-
tionen problematisiert wird; daraufhin werden die neu erworbenen Kenntnisse umgesetzt, um 
eine Lösung für ein konkretes bioethisches Problem zu finden. Die aufgezeigten Möglichkeiten 
für Aktivitäten von Studenten und Professoren sollen die Kooperation zwischen ihnen betonen, 







dans la formation en bioéthique
Résumé
Cet article spécifie la place du serment d’Hippocrate dans le programme bioéthique des éta-
blissements professionnels de formation du personnel médical. La conceptualisation du contenu 
présenté et la méthodologie décrite montrent comment les contenus du curriculum, dominés par 
des faits historiques, s’actualisent grâce à l’application des connaissances que les étudiants 




à la collecte de nouvelles informations relatives au contenu avant d’utiliser le savoir acquis 
pour résoudre concrètement un sujet ou un problème bioéthique. La participation active des 
étudiants et des enseignants a pour but de montrer leur relation de collaboration ainsi qu’une 
communication dans laquelle les étudiants et les enseignants se partagent des tâches dans le 
cadre de la réalisation du curriculum.
Mots-clés
serment	d’Hippocrate,	formation	en	bioéthique,	perspective	historique
